Thirty years is not a long time in the history of a religious group, even in the case of the African independent churches whose phenomenal growth over the last century continues to attract attention from the corridors of academic, ecclesiastical and political power. However in thirty years a religious group can undergo a transformation, not least the independent churches which are particularly characterized by their 'mobility" 1 and `movement'.2 It is precisely the volatile and dynamic nature of these churches that seems to have led to the confusion among both members and academics alike, regarding their terminology. It is not the aim of this paper to propose any over-arching scheme of classification, but rather to trace the growth and development of one particular West African independent church-the Celestial Church of Christ through its course of existence of just over thirty years, and to examine the dynamics of these movements.
By the same token we shall perhaps understand how the confusion over terms has arisen.
PROFILE OF THE CHURCH
The Celestial Church of Christ was founded in 1947 in Dahomey by Samuel Bileou Oschoffa, a carpenter of Gun and Yoruba origin. Oschoffa had been reared in the Methodist tradition. He received some education under the tutelage of various local Methodist ministers, but to this day claims that God chose him because he was illiterate. After a three month sojourn in the bush, he performed several healing miracles on his return and started to attract a nucleus of followers. A decisive turning point for the nascent religious movement was the 'inaugural vision' where it was revealed to Oschoffa that he was to found a church in which people would worship God alone and therefore find the salvation and protection they sought.
The naming of the movement, which also occurred as a result of a vision in the early stages, revealed something of its original selfconcept-a factor which we must take into account in our analysis of the group. The interesting, but now obsolete title which was submitted marks a further progression.
Soci6t6 religieuse d'UNION DE LA SAINTE TRINITE dite EGLISE du CHRISTIANISME CELESTE, fondee a Porto-Novo en 1947, ayant pour but de prier on precher la morale sur la doctrine CHRETIENNE pour le bien du monde entier.
The word `eglise' has been introduced into the title. There is also an indication that evangelism was already being envisaged on a worldwide scale rather than a national or local basis, although these
